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an expanded notion of authoring.  It encompasses activities such as content creation and the manipulation of in-world objects in which meanings are made using available semiotic resources, such as through the act of building in Minecraft. The second category writing in the world is concerned with more conventional communication conducted within a virtual space, and usually involves direct interaction with another player or players. This sort of writing often involves alphabetic literacy such as in-world message exchange or synchronous chat, and where the game allows, creating texts such as signs, labels books and so on. Finally, writing from the world refers to the creation of texts that are related to, but not embedded within the game or world. So this category includes producing paratexts related to a virtual environment, such as a message boards or blogs, as well as other forms of writing about online experiences, such as those that might be undertaken in classroom contexts. 
Writing the world With a sufficiently broad definition of writing, the ways in which in-world content is purposefully created or manipulated in order to communicate meaning to others is certainly worthy of attention. Studies that have addressed writing in this sense range from the organization of social events such as regattas or building structures in 
Second Life (Gillen,et al., 2012; 2013), to game design using Adventure Author (Howells & Robinson, 2013) or similar tools (Burn, 2016). This category also includes working with commands that make things happen, such as those required to throw projectiles in 





view, and changing between screens does not count as a communicative act, modifications of avatar design, clothing and accessories introduce the notion of authoring the self online (Martey & Consalvo, 2011). Examples of this can be found in the work of Carrington & Hodgetts (2010) and others. Research studies in this category often do not refer to these sorts of activity as writing, but they certainly do conceive of phenomena like avatar appearance as communicative codes, and therefore as a product of purposeful social action. 
Writing in the world This category is concerned with the use of the specific communication tools that are available to players in virtual environments. These studies regularly focus on messaging or in-world chat (Merchant 2009; 2010) and have received considerable attention, particularly from educators advocating for the educational benefits of using virtual worlds in classrooms.  In this vein, Marsh (2011; 2014) studied young children’s communication in Club Penguin arguing that virtual play is a significant feature of contemporary childhood and early literacy development. Interestingly, in this context, young children will typically be using ready-made postcards or menu-based ‘safe chat’ for communicating with other club members who are online (Marsh, 2014). Selecting an item from a menu and clicking send is, of course, a communicative act, but it certainly pushes on conventional views of what constitutes writing. Other examples of this sort of activity involving in-text messaging can be found in Dickey’s work with older students in a variety of learning designs based in Active Worlds (Dickey, 2003; 2005). 





from researchers. Of particular note is the work of Beavis and colleagues (for example Apperley & Beavis, 2011; Beavis, 2014), which focuses on building connections between game texts and the curriculum; Dick’s (2011) work on enriching literature study with virtual world play; and Berger & McDougall’s (2013) study of videogames in the English curriculum. These studies tend to focus on children and young people’s experience of game texts and virtual worlds as a starting point for critical engagement. Another strand of work, which is directly concerned with the relationship between virtual play and literacy, draws attention to the ‘constellation of literacy practices’ of informal gameplay. Here, Steinkuehler (2007) highlights not only the complexity of in-world communication, but also the considerable amount of writing that gets produced in both official and unofficial fandom.  















things out, help one another, fall out, make themselves and each other laugh, and sing (Burnett & Bailey, 2014; Bailey, 2016).  As we reflect on this divergent, ebullient and highly generative activity it becomes difficult to define where writing begins and ends. In the next section we propose a way of conceiving the relationship between virtual play and writing as an ongoing process of assembling. This perspective, we argue, allows us to see authorship as expansive, distributed and fluid, and this in turn provides new directions for research and practice. 





…a process of bundling, or assembling, or better of recursive self-assembling in which the elements put together are not fixed in shape, do not belong to a larger pre-given list but are constructed at least in part as they are entangled together. (Law, 2004: 42) 
From this perspective, things enact one another as they tangle together; things ‘make a difference to each other: they make each other be’ (Law & Mol, 2008: 58).  And these ‘things’ include not just what is physically present, but what is folded into that presence. This focus on the process of assemblage is important to us, and something we like to foreground by using the gerund ‘assembling’ rather than the seemingly more static ‘assemblage’ (Burnett & Merchant, forthcoming a).  As well as sensitizing us to how things assemble in 'relatively stabilized ways' (Law & Mol, 2002: 2), it alerts us to what 
else gets produced in the moment of assembling, and to the potentialities generated as things assemble in multiple ways. This perspective has a number of implications for how we might think about relationships between virtual play and literacy and about how we might usefully think about writing in this context. In order to introduce these points, we pause to consider a series of episodes that happened one day in Minecraft Club, before going on to reflect on how things assembled, and how these assemblings may be significant to our discussions about literacy.  
Banterbury Library 
‘…a lot of people think that Minecraft is just about building structures but you can 
build books and stories and stuff as well, which is quite good…it’s a feature that is 










virtual play in Minecraft Club, as groups temporarily coalesced around an idea or interest which would then play itself out over time. The texts produced for the library were playful and unfettered by the usual conventions of classroom writing. They could be described as transgressive, and often involved ribald and scatological humour directed at other club members. In this way they were imbricated with the gentle teasing and banter that contributed to the negotiation and re-negotiation of social relationships within the club. Indicative titles collected by Chris include ‘The Sick Buk’, ‘Revenge’, ‘The Poop Buk’, ‘The Plastic Buk’ and ‘The Rap Buk’, and these titles often hinted at their content. But the books weren’t just written and stored away in a chest in Banterbury Library, they were performed, read aloud and shared on screens as they were composed. They lived as texts that wove in and out of the unfolding virtual play. Although there was little attempt at controlling the subject matter, as this play evolved the Banterbury Library Boys entered into a power struggle. One boy produced ‘The Spam Book’ comprised of a random string of text, whilst another was criticized for not producing a full page. A series of pronouncements were issued: You can’t put a book 
in if they aren’t correct; and on the back page it has to be capital P ‘Property of’ and then 
‘Banterbury Library’ and it has to be ‘the buk’ B-U-K. Here, lessons about authority and language were clearly being rehearsed. But even these were not immune from challenge. Firstly, an appeal was made to what you might call the social order of play: 
Yeah, but me and you were the ones who came up with the idea in the first place and then reference to the real world: And how come books have to be exactly the same. In real 


























assembling, and this has implications for how we think not just about educational practice, but about research. To return to Law and Singleton: …if objects are both present and absent, then we cannot know or tell them in all their otherness. Things will escape. If the world is messy we cannot know it by insisting it is clear. (Law & Singleton, 2005: 349-350)  





therefore with proposals for working with the notion of assembling in practice and in research.  
Recommendations and Forward Thinking We suggest that one way of sensitizing ourselves to multiple assemblings is to work with Bennett’s idea of ‘enchantment’ which mingles affective, sensory engagement with a disruption to taken-for-granted ways of understanding the world. As she writes, To be enchanted is to be both charmed and disturbed: charmed by a fascinating repetition of sounds or images, disturbed to find that, although your sense perception has become intensified, your background sense of order has flown out the door. (Bennett, 2001:34). We have attempted such an approach through our own work, juxtaposing multiple ‘stacking stories’ that trace divergent trajectories through particular moments, foregrounding our personal experiences, and in doing so attempting to evoke not only what was felt as people and things assembled in certain ways, but what might be felt or known if other stories had been told (Burnett & Merchant, 2014; forthcoming b).  Adopting a ‘mood of enchantment’ helps us engage with the affective dimension of what children and young people are doing, opening us up to the vivid and felt dimensions of children’s on/off-screen virtual play. It also, however, provides researchers and practitioners with a means of engaging differently with what is happening, of acknowledging some of the ephemeralities that escape ordered accounts of children’s literacies.  It may help us to look (and feel) beyond what children write to the moment of 










powerful assemblages hold sway or to deny the challenges of resistance, but to allow other ways of knowing - and being - to seep in.  
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